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Yalobusha Review

Mark David Cohen

Kosher Ping-Pong
For Mark Spencer, who first believed in this one
In May of 1999, I decided that I had written every possible short
there was to be written about the
of Chicago. I thought it would be a
nice change of pace to write a short
about the New York City Jewish
scene. I decided to move in with my sister, Jocelyn, who had deserted the
family denomination and had become Orthodox, and lived in Borough Park.
I wanted to research the situation before I
So I gave her a call.
"Hello, Jocelyn?” I said.
“Annie!” she said. “I haven’t heard from you in a long time. You must
have a reason for calling me.”
“I want to move in with you and Avram for a month so I can write a story.”
“That would be loads of fun. It would be just like old times.”
I hung up and called my mother in Highland Park.
“Mom, I’m going to New York for a month. I’m staying with Jocelyn.”
“Maybe you’ll meet some nice Jewish boy and settle down,” she said.
“Mom!” I said. Actually, the thought had crossed my mind. I was tired
of living in
and working as a free-lance writer. I was tired of sucking
on lubricated condoms and telling myself I was free. So I took off for New
York and this is the story I came up with:

It’s a great burden being the best female ping-pong player in the world.
I’m always getting in the papers, and traveling around the country. I decided
to take a month off and stay with my Orthodox sister Jessie, who lived in
Borough Park, Brooklyn, and was married to a diamond trader. I hoped I
could find some peace of mind and relax for a while.
I left my parents’ house in Highland Park,
early in the morning
on a cool October day. I lived with my parents, even though I was 26 years
old, because there was no point in having my own place since I traveled so
much. I kissed my mother goodbye and got into a cab for O’Hare Airport. I
took a direct flight for New York. No one sat next to me, thank God. I
arrived at LaGuardia Airport around two in the afternoon. took me half an
to get my luggage. Besides my carry-on bag, I had two big suitcases.
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Some Yuppie in a business suit offered to help me,
I said, “No thanks,”
and lifted the bags off the belt and headed outside.
Jessie was waiting for me in her beat-up
with her two
children, Natan and Shoshanah, in the back. Natan was four, Shoshanah was
two, and Jessie was expecting one more. She could hardly fit behind the
steering wheel. I hadn’t seen her in a year.
I threw my bags into the trunk of her car and got in. “It’s good to see
you, Jessie,” I said.
“Same here, Amy,” she said.
“Why’s Aunt Amy wearing a yarmulke?” Natan asked from the back.
“Because Aunt Amy’s crazy,” Jessie said.
The traffic on the Brooklyn-Queens Expressway was terrible, as usual.
Jessie drove like a maniac, weaving in and out of traffic.
“Crazy Amy, crazy Amy,” Natan
“Hey, I can read your
name on your yarmulke:
”
I had knitted the yarmulke myself. “That’s pretty good, Jess,” I said.
“Natan can read already.”
“He’s a little genius,” Jessie said. “I’m teaching him to read English and
Avram’s teaching him to read Hebrew and Yiddish. He starts Yeshivah next
year.”
Jessie called to the back, “Natan, you’re going to have to sleep in
Shoshanah’s room while Aunt Amy’s here.”
“I don’t want to sleep with a girl!” Natan protested.
“Be nice to your Aunt Amy,” Jessie said.
“Oh-kay,” Natan said.
Shoshanah was looking out the window, mesmerized by the passing
sights.
“Look, Mommy, a tree,” she said.
“We do have a few trees in Brooklyn,” Jessie chuckled.
I laughed.
Amazingly, we found a parking spot right in front of Jessie’s apartment
building. She lived on the second floor, in a giant three-bedroom apartment.
After I got unpacked, she came into my room and asked point-blank,
“You’re going to come to shul every Shabbos with us, right?”
But that’s a drag, Jess. Sitting upstairs with all those women.”
It’s like a little party. You’ll have fun.”
“Okay,” I said. “But I’m going to a Reform Temple on Friday nights. Is
there one nearby?”
“Sure, it’s on 46th Street. I’ll show you how to get there.”
I took a walk around the neighborhood. I had been there twice before. I
found McDovid’s, a kosher fast-food joint. I ordered a hamburger and a
Coke, and watched the passing crowds from my window seat. Almost
everybody was Orthodox.
I became aware
somebody was standing behind me. I turned around
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and saw an Orthodox Jew, probably in his mid-forties, with a full, black
beard and a hat.
He looked at me and said, “What’s a nice Jewish goil like you doing
wearing a yarmulke?”
I’m Reform,” I said. “I can do
I want to.”
Reform?” he said. “You people eat pork!”
“Not me,” I said, between bites.
“I’m Anatoly Silberstein,” he said. “I’m
the Jewish Defense
Organization.”
“Oh yeah. You keep the streets safe for poor little girls like me.”
“You sure have an attitude. I haven’t seen you around here before.”
“I’m visiting my sister Jessie.”
“Jessie Schwartz? I know her. What’s your name?”
“Queen Esther,” I said.
Anatoly backed off. “Okay, okay, you don’t want to be friends; I
don’t want to be friends.”
I felt sorry for the poor guy.
“Come back here, Anatoly,” I said. “My name is Amy Cooper. And I do
to be your friend.”
Anatoly moved forward,
I could see his guard was up.
“What do you do?” he asked.
“I’m captain of the U.S. Women’s Ping-Pong team.”
“You’re kidding again, right?”
“No, this time I’m serious.”
Do you play on the Shabbos?”
“No,” I said. “And I don’t fly on Shabbat, either.”
He looked relieved.
“There’s a ping-pong table at the Jewish Community Center,” he said.
“Maybe we could play tomorrow?”
“Two o’clock?”
“Got it,” Anatoly said. “I know all the staff, so I could get you in. But I
don’t know what they’ll think of me playing with a goil.”
I think God will forgive you.”
“Such a saber-toothed wit,” Anatoly said. By the way, I’m married.”
“I’m not.”
“I have some friends I could introduce you to.”
“No thanks.”
“So tomorrow at two.”
I’ll be there,” I said. I finished my sandwich. Anatoly left McDovid’s
looking behind him, as if he was afraid I would attack him with a real saber.
I went back to Jessie’s place and told her about my new friend.
She said, Be careful, Amy. Anatoly’s a little meshuggeh.”
I know,” I said.
I
over to the Jewish Community Center the next day. It was a
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Thursday. Anatoly was waiting for me outside.
“I wasn’t sure if you were going to come,” he said.
"I'm here,” I said. “Let’s
”
We breezed into the Center and went downstairs. There were two pingpong tables. One was occupied by two young Chassidim in payes. They
watched in amazement as I beat Anatoly, 21-4.
Boy, you’re good,” Anatoly said.
Look,” one of the boys said, “Anatoly’s playing with a
And she’s
good!”
“I play Chinese style,” I said. “You get a better spin on the ball that
way.”
I showed Anatoly how to play Chinese style. The next game I beat him
21-10.
“I give up,” he said. “I’ve got to practice. How
at two?”
“I’ll be here,” I said. And I turned around and
upstairs feeling
good.
I went back to Jessie’s apartment and told her of my victories. She
laughed. And then she said, with a smile, “Amy, Anatoly’s going to beat you
some day.”
“No way,” I said.
“Way,” she said. “How
men in this country can beat you?”
“About a dozen.”
“Well, Anatoly’s going to be one of them. He doesn’t like to lose at
anything.”
“We’ll see,” I said. “Now how about directions to that Reform Temple?”
I
over to Temple Beth El the next night. Services started at 8:00
p.m. I got there right on time. It was an old-fashioned Cathedral of a
building, built when there were probably still a lot of Reform Jews in the
neighborhood. That night, twenty-five people were there, most of them old.
The Rabbi and the Assistant Rabbi came in through a door behind the
pulpit. The Rabbi was a man in his fifties, with gray hair and a pompous style.
The Assistant Rabbi was a young man,
right out of Rabbinical
School. He was very handsome. I fell in love right away.
After services, I grabbed a cup of coffee and a piece of cake in the Social
Hall and cornered the Assistant Rabbi just after he finished talking to an
elderly couple.
“Hi, I’m Amy Cooper,” I said, “but you can call me Amy.”
“I’m Rabbi
Marcus,” he said with a smile, “
you can call me
Jack.”
“I’m visiting my sister for a month. I live in Chicago.”
“Chicago. That’s a nice town.”
“I like it,” I said. “How long have you been out of Hebrew Union
College?”
I graduated two Mays ago,”
said.
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“From the Greenwich Village campus, right?”
“My, you know a lot about Hebrew Union College.”
“I know what’s important.”
“What do you do, Amy?” he asked, closing in on me. I was enjoying
this.

“I’m the captain of the U.S. Women’s Ping-Pong Team.”
“No kidding,” he said. “You do look familiar. Were you in The New York
Times about a month ago?”
“I think so. We just played Czechoslovakia.”
“ so happens we have a ping-pong table in the Youth Lounge
downstairs. Not
we have many youth anymore,” he said with a laugh.
“Would you like to play a game?”
“Normally, I don’t play on Shabbat,
—I’d love to.”
“Wait until the crowd thins out,” Jack said.
“Okay,” I said,” and I wandered off into the sanctuary. It must have
been a hundred years old. It had stained glass windows and new theater
chairs, and above the Holy Ark were the words, “My House Shall Be a
House of Prayer for All Peoples.” Isaiah, I guessed. I sat down in one of the
chairs and started leafing through the New Union Prayer Book.
found
me after about half an hour.
“Beautiful sanctuary, yes?” he said.
“Yes,” I said.
“Let’s play.”
We
down a magnificent staircase to the Youth Lounge. Jack
flipped on the lights. I looked around. There was a pool table, a ping-pong
table, and an old-fashioned record player.
Jack said, Rabbi Solomon
me that the last time a youth group was
here was twenty years ago.”
I laughed.
found a couple of paddles and a couple of balls. We played. Jack got
more and more flustered as the game went on. By the end of the game, he
had lost all of his debonair style. I beat him, 21-0.
“Another game?” I asked.
Uh, no thanks, I’ve really got to be getting home. It was nice meeting
you, Emily,” Jack said.
“Amy.”
Right. Can you find your way out?” And he was gone. I never make it a
practice to take it easy on anyone, and maybe that policy had just blown
something beautiful. I was very upset as I climbed the stairs.
Anatoly was waiting for me at the building’s entrance.
“What the hell are you doing here?” I asked.
“This is
the safest
of Borough Park.”
“So you want to
me home.”
He nodded.
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"I’m not even going to ask you how you knew I was here.”
“So don’t.”
We
home in silence. When we got to Jessie’s building, I said,
“Thanks, Anatoly.”
Don’t mention it,” he said.
I
him walk down the block. I stood there for a long time. Then
I went inside.
That night I had a dream that Jack played Anatoly in ping-pong and
absolutely creamed him. I was rooting for
all the way.

The next morning the whole family and I went to shul around ten
Jessie and I climbed the stairs to the women’s section, while Natan and
Shoshanah stayed downstairs with Avram. Some of the women were reading
from the prayer book, but most were gossiping except for the important
prayers. Jessie and I sat next to Jessie’s best friend, Tziporah Feigelbaum,
who was also in
twenties but only had one child.
Tziporah leaned over and whispered to me, “Amy, have I got the man
for you.”
I said, “Actually, Tzippi, I’ve got my eye on the Assistant Rabbi at the
Reform Temple in the neighborhood.”
“Reform? Amy, when will you learn to love Torah- rue Judaism?”
“Never,” I said.
Jessie said, “Tzippi, leave her alone. We grew up Reform, you know.”
“Your loss,” Tziporah said. “But I still like you, Amy. You should come
visit your sister more often.”
“I will,” I said.
Downstairs, dozens of children were running around while the men were
“
. I saw Natan look up
along
a couple of times, but he couldn’t see us
through
“ the curtain.
put
around
The rest of Shabbat was very restful. Avram, Jessie, and I sat
and
HowAfter it got dark, I suggested we celebrate Havdalah.
talked for hours.
Do you want to lead it, Amy?” Jessie said.
Please,” I said.
I held the candle in my hand and sang all the old Debbie Friedman
melodies. Jessie sang
with me. Avram looked bemused.
When it was time for the children to go to sleep, I asked Jessie if I could
them to bed and she said okay. Natan and Shoshanah snuggled up in
their beds and Natan said, “Aunt Amy, tell us a story.”
“Thousands of years ago,” I began, “
the Mishnah was
written, the chief Rabbi in Jerusalem asked God what He did all day.
“T make marriages,’ God said.
“'But, Lord,’ the Rabbi said, 'there are so many injustices in the world.
can you spend all your time making marriages?’
“‘Okay,’ God said, ‘for ten years I won’t make any marriages.’

when
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“And for ten years, the Rabbi was besieged by complaints by newly
married couples who said, 'I don’t like him,’ 'She drives me crazy,’ etc., etc.
“And the Rabbi said, 'Okay, God, you’re right, go ahead and make
marriages.’
“And God smiled.”
“That’s a nice story, Aunt Amy,” Natan said.
“Sing us a song, Aunt Amy,” Shoshanah said.
I sang them Debbie Friedman’s “Lullaby,” and “The Angel’s Blessing.”
By the time I was finished they were both asleep. I got up from Shoshanah’s
bed and turned to see Avram and Jessie looking at me, smiling.
“You’re wonderful with kids,” Jessie said. “You really should get
married.”
“And raise them Reform, right?” Avram said.
“Avram, don’t start,” Jessie said. “Shabbos is just over.”
“You’re right,” Avram said. “Amy, no matter what you believe, you’re
always welcome here.”
“Thanks, brother-in-law,” I said.
Pretty shortly after that Avram and Jessie went into their bedroom,
closing the door behind them.
I woke up the next morning at ten AM. I stumbled out of my bedroom.
Natan and Shoshanah were playing on the floor of the living room. Avram
was reading the Algemeiner Zhurnal, and Jessie was reading the Sunday New
York Times.
“Good morning, sleepyhead,” Avram said.
“She always needed a
of sleep, even as a child,” Jessie said.
“Coffee, I need coffee,” I said.
Regular or decaf?” Jessie asked.
“Very funny,” I said.
I took a long shower and blew dry my hair. I did
put my yarmulke
back on when I finished.
I came out of my bedroom. It was noon.
“Why doesn’t Aunt Amy have her yarmulke on?” Natan asked.
I told you, sweetheart, Aunt Amy is crazy,” Jessie said.
“Right,” Natan said.
I went to the Jewish Community Center at two. Anatoly was waiting for
me. We played three games. The scores were 21-11, 21-14, 21-16. Anatoly
looked pleased.
“I’ll walk you home,” he said.
“Fine,” I said.
On the way
I asked him, “So, Anatoly, what do you do?”
“I’m in the diamond trade, like everyone else,” he said. “But I’m on a
mental illness leave.”
I understand,” I said.
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“You do?” he said.
“I have a brother who’s bipolar.”
“I’m depressed.”
“That makes you unipolar.”
“Whatever,” he said.
When we got to Jessie’s building, Anatoly said, “Amy, thanks for not
wearing your yarmulke.”
“Don’ mention it,” I said.
And I took the keys Jessie had
me and let myself into the building.
On Monday I called Temple Beth El. A nice woman answered.
“May I please speak to Rabbi Marcus?” I asked.
“Sure,” she said. “One minute.”
There was a long pause, and then she came back on the line.
“Who’s calling?”
“Amy Cooper.”
“One minute.”
She came on the line a second later and said, “I’m sorry, but Rabbi
Marcus isn’t in. Can I take your number?”
I gave it to her. I hung up. I felt like crawling into a hole.
Anatoly and I played every day that week. He was getting better and
better. When I showed up on Thursday, there was a whole crowd of
Orthodox Jews around the ping-pong table. Anatoly triumphantly
announced, “I’m going to beat you today.”
“Oh yeah?” I said.
The first game I beat him 21-18. The second game I beat him 24-22.
Then we began the third game. Anatoly was psyched. He sliced the ball all
over the table. I was ahead, 21-20, and Anatoly won the point. We kept tying
each other, as the score mounted. 42-42, 70-70, 85-85. I was
pleased.
Anatoly and I were both
heavily.
of us said a word. I was
not going to let a T’fillin-slinging fanatic whose brain was still stuck in the
17th century beat me.
Finally, the score was 100-100. Anatoly won the point. With a crazed
look in his eye, he got ready for my serve. He slammed the ball back to my
side and I missed it. Anatoly won, 102-100. All the Orthodox Jews in the
crowd cheered. I
what my sister Jessie had said. I graciously
bowed and said congratulations, in Hebrew, Yiddish and English even
though I wanted to strangle the mamzer. The crowd cheered some more,
then thinned out.
When we were all alone, Anatoly said, “Can I walk you
Amy?”
“Sure,” I said. I was feeling strange.
I let myself into Jessie’s building and Anatoly followed me upstairs. We
got to Jessie’s apartment door and looked at each other for an awkward
moment.
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“Listen, Amy...” Anatoly said.
“You don’t have to say anything,” I said.
I put my hands on his shoulders and kissed him. For a second he kissed
me back. Then he pulled away and said, “Amy, this is a sin.”
I know,” I said.
Anatoly fled down the stairs, shouting, It’s a sin, it’s a sin, it’s a sin.”
He ran
of the building.
I said, to no one in
But it’s a good sin.” Then I let myself
into Jessie’s apartment.
night I had a dream
and I were playing ping-pong on a
deserted subway train. The car was careening through the
and the ball
was going everywhere. I felt quite embarrassed. When I woke up, I felt even
more so
Jack was the one for me.

The next night was Shabbat. Avram, Jessie, and the whole family had a
great dinner. Jessie gave me my own candle to light. After dinner, I took a
shower and put my yarmulke on. I walked over to Temple Beth El. The
Head Rabbi came out, but there was no sign of Jack. I was deeply
disappointed.
When services were over, I
outside. Anatoly was waiting for me.
“Hello,
” I said.
“Take
stupid yarmulke off,” he said.
“Yes,” I said meekly, and
the yarmulke in the pocket of my denim
skirt.
Anatoly looked terrible. His hat was sliding off; his shoes weren’t tied.
“What’s the matter, Anatoly?”
“My wife left me because she heard I was spending a lot of time with a
Reform Jewish goil,” he said, looking down at the ground.
“I’m sorry.”
“I wish HaShem would just stop this stupid world for
hours
and let me get off,” Anatoly said.
We
walking toward Jessie’s apartment. I dared myself and took
myself up on my dare. I slipped my hand inside Anatoly’s. He twitched, but
otherwise didn’t do
“Sex is a double mitzveh on Shabbos,” I said.
Anatoly didn’t say anything,
he didn’t let go of my
either.
So that’s the story I wrote. If the truth be known, it makes New York
City look better than it
is. I didn’t meet the nice Jewish guy Mom had
wished me to, and I got mugged at knifepoint at a subway station close to
Jocelyn’s home. After that, I said, “Dayenu!” I flew back to O’Hare and took
a cab right to Highland Park. I was surprised at how much I had missed
Mom and Dad. When I walked inside their house, Mom and I both cried,
and Dad stood
smiling and looking embarrassed. I spent a week in
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the room of my childhood, typing up the story, but then I took the train
back to my apartment in the Lincoln Park section of Chicago, because
o was my
home now, and I wasn’t a suburban girl any more

real
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